COAL                                  131
portunities of their situation. As owners of collieries and *
keels they could fix wages: as middlemen they could fix
prices. In the former capacity the charge was brought
against them that they " agreed at what rate poor colliers,
carriage-men and keelmen shall work and carry coal, and
have abridged their wages to their extreme impoverishment
and excessive charge of the town " 1. In the latter capacity
they adopted the policy known as the ' Limitation of the
Vend', that is, restriction of output. The justification
alleged for this policy, which they continued to pursue at
intervals for over two centuries, was that it secured that
" every hostman might sell and vent his coals alike, and that
the one of them might not be overborne in his sales by the
riches of any other of them, and that the trade might be in-
different between them all"2. The beginnings of the
system date from the opening of the seventeenth century
(1603), when they entered into ' an order and agreement of
partnership for the vent of coals' 3. Four groups were
instituted. The first contained seven hostmen to whom were
assigned 20 keels and 2350 tens of coal4 ; the second com-
prised eight hostmen whose quota was 2oJ keels and 2300
tens; the third was restricted to six hostmen who were
allotted 2,2\ keels and 2230 tens ; and the fourth had eight
hostmen with 23 keels and 2200 tens. Individual shipments
ranged from 100 tens (2100 tons) to 900 tens (18,900 tons).
The total tonnage for the year was placed at 190,680 tons,
and the number of keels at 86. A record of transactions was
kept by book-keepers, and the quality of the coal was in-
spected by surveyors who were empowered " weekly or
once in fourteen days at the least [to] visit every man's
works of this partnership, and if they find any coals which
are not equal in goodness to other men's coals in that place ",
to warn the owners not to sell the inferior coal from the
staiths used by the partnership. The agreement also con-
1 Records of the Hostmen, 20 (1603).   ^                     * Ibid. 23.
*  Ibid. 43-47.    This carries back the system long before the date com-
monly assigned to it (1771), e.g. in Porter, The Progress of the Nation
(ed. 1847), 283, and more recent works.
*  A ' ten of coal' is supposed to be the equivalent of a keel-load of
21 tons.